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A Climate of Contradictions: The
Shifting Sands of Literacy
Reform
BY

N.

SUZANNE STANDERFORD

NORTHERN MICHIGAN UNIVERSITY

I.;

teracy education in Michigan has seen major shifts over the past 20 years, and shifts
will continue as reforming education is "steady work" (Elmore & McLaughlin, 1988).
In the 1980s we redefined reading, redesigned the state assessment, and tackled the massive challenge of
providing statewide professional development for teachers to develop strategic, motivated readers. In the
1990s Michigan integrated the six language arts into standards and benchmarks that differentiated instruction
and individualized learning. We set high expectations for students while maintaining trust in the professional
decisions of educators. We envisioned large changes and knew strong support and effort from multiple groups
was required.
failure. Children disengage in school when they
In 2002 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) shifted
have few nurturing adults in their lives. Families
the sands of reform and thrust Michigan literacy
and children often have pressing needs to be met
education into reverse. A climate of contradictions
before academic learning becomes their priority.
developed and refocused our collective energy on the
More tests cannot substitute for cuts in human
wrong questions and a search for simple solutions.
services for families.
This climate of contradictions fractures cooperative
efforts and develops competitive games with children
A second contradiction is the rhetoric of world-class
as pawns. This essay considers some of these contrastandards for all children as instruction and assessdictions.
ment are narrowed by standardized tests scores. An

A first contradiction is the mandate for more tests
to identify children being "left behind" while the
voices of teachers who already know these children
are silenced. Societal conditions such as poverty,
the undervaluing of ethnic and cultural differences,
and limited English proficiency put children at
risk. Health problems, lack of adequate health care,
and poorly met nutritional needs lead to academic

abundance of research investigating reading instruction and achievement in diverse settings is ignored
as NCLB defines reading instruction as one size fits
all. The "reading wars" lead to ideological entrenchment rather than support for multiple approaches,
varied materials, and substantial resources. Resolving this contradiction requires that we accept the
ill-structured nature of reading and the complexities
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of literacy education while improving and rebuilding
trust in classroom teachers' decisions and expertise.
A third contradiction is the mandate that all students
score at the top levels on standardized tests by
2014, making "adequate yearly progress" each year.
Although a worthy goal and a catchy political ploy,
"leaving no child behind" requires substantially more
resources. Federal money for education has increased,
but has come nowhere near the level required to
achieve the goals of NCLB. The inadequate increases
carry restrictions that place instructional decisions far
from classrooms. No Child Left Behind defines what
counts as instruction, assessment, and professional
development and ties funding to only those definitions.
The third contradiction leads to unprecedented
dilemmas for educators. Policymakers demand that
students be prepared for workplace demands of the
21 st century. Business leaders and politicians expect
students to see problems from multiple and diverse
perspectives, to research carefully, and to synthesize
information accurately before settling on solutions.
However, this process is ignored by those same leaders as policy problems are ill-defined, and solutions
are based on political ideology, exclusion of diverse
voices, and limited research. Teachers cannot use
the processes they must teach in their professional
work as educational policy discussions and decisions
have become the purview of politicians and business
leaders. Inquiry and investigation are believed to lead
students to deeper knowledge, understanding, and
application of ideas. Nevertheless, classroom teachers feel compelled by the punitive nature of policies
to march through curriculum at a pace that limits
exploration of ideas and reflective learning. Educators
must become full partners in defining problems and
searching for solutions, applying the skills they are
expected to teach.
Accurately defining problems and carefully examining
assumptions upon which definitions rest is a first step
in solving problems. Assumptions of current policies
are based on the myth that public schools are failing
(Bracey, 2004; Bracey, 2002; Berliner & Biddle, 1995;
Allington, 2002). Many students in Michigan's public
schools are learning at rates far surpassing that of
20 years ago; however, many others are being "left
behind." Why have politicians and business leaders
defined the problems in a way that places the blame
for societal challenges in a rapidly changing and
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uncertain world squarely on the shoulders of teachers and children? Using a metaphor of educational
reform as an "ecology of games" helps answer this
question (Firestone, 1989; Standerford, 1997). Within
an "ecology of games," players at various levels of the
game have different objectives, rules, audiences, and
timeframes. Current policymakers view a "game"
within which the nation's role as a global superpower
rests solely on the children in our schools today. This
view suggests more competition and tougher demands
to win. Families seek a safe, secure future for their
children, but are confused when current policies imply
that schools can simply be forced to improve. Negative media portrayals, punitive policies, and rapid
technological changes cause educators to doubt their
own abilities and lead to uncertainty and defensiveness. Teachers wonder how to meet tougher demands
with fewer resources and less support while larger
numbers of children need intensive interventions
for success. Administrators' energy is spread thin to
complete government reports, provide leadership,
support children and families, and cut budgets based
on state and federal deficits. Within this "ecology of
games," the players are all playing as hard as they
can with few opportunities to see the plays from other
perspectives.
Current policy mandates offer simple, contradictory
solutions to the complex problems of teaching all
children to be literate, productive, and ethical adults
who will lead us wisely in an uncertain future. Within
this climate of contradictions, Michigan's teachers are
making a difference in the face of enormous challenges, shifting sands of policy, and ideological mandates. Michigan citizens and educators must change
the climate by redefining the problems, listening to all
voices, and finding solutions that support all children
in meeting the literacy demands for full, happy, and
productive lives in the 21 st century.
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These Things I Know
BY MARY NAVARRE
AQUINAS COLLEGE

T

hese things I know after 40 years of teaching reading to children, as well as
teaching methods in teaching reading to preservice and inservice teachers.

*

Some children take to reading like magic. They get it with little effort
on their part. One day, they just start reading.

*

Some children find the puzzle of reading nearly impossible. In spite of the best
efforts of the best teachers, in spite of their own desire, motivation and keen
intelligence, it is a daunting and difficult task.

*

Most children, with hard work, good teaching and faith in the possibility, eventually work out the
meaning of those arbitrary squiggles on the page and-Lo!-they begin slowly, but surely to read.

*
*
*
*

Most teachers can use any method and help most children learn to read.
A few teachers can use any method and impede the effort of children in learning to read.
The teacher, not the method, is the most important variable in the success of learning to read.
For decades beyond decades, reading theorists have argued about whether phonics first or whole words
is the best way to begin reading instruction.

*

To use phonics to the exclusion of meaningful words in context is a tedious method that would sour any
self-respecting -6-year-old on the enterprise of learning to read.

*

To not use phonics as a tip-off to the pronunciation of thousands of words by associating sounds and
letters (phonemes to graphemes) is to consign the young learner the horrific task of memorizing tens
of thousands of words. It is to treat the alphabetic English language like an ideographic Chinese
language. It is not a very smart thing to do.

*

Successful teachers ignore the latest fads and teach both phonics and whole words in and out of context
all the time, every day and every way and give kids oodles of practice just reading and reading and
reading interesting stuff

*

Regrettably, the latest blunder of those who finance education is to conclude that since we cannot
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